‘Animator Randy Nelson of Aptos ls one ofthe emplayees of Pizza Time Theater who dreams up the fanciful shows. 


This pizza place has lots of character(s) 


‘Cinde Chorness ater in San Jose in 1977. A pioneer ‘They suy 
Saaranen in ine clocitones feld, Batanali the where the characters 
founded Atari and invented Pong, are sewn and glued together. The 
SUNNYVALE — When execu- the first electronic video game. two ‘dream up new ideas 
tives of Pizza Time Theater Inc.’ At Pizza Time, it all begins in the -for Pizza Time characters. 


ther in the sleek corporate head- 
{Quarters here, the talk is of stock 
‘options and liquid assets. 

But in a large, nae too paar 
the parking lot, amid a 


of workshop sounda, the debate is "iS: 


about piano-playing hippopotami 
and singing coyotes, not corporate , 
finance. 


It's the birthplace of "Chuck E. 
Cheese” and a cast of trademark 
characters that perform at Pizza 
‘Time Theaters. 

‘Like industrious elves, employees 
spend their days creating the sing- 
ing'and joking Pizza Time charac- 
ters that entertain pizza-eating pa- 
trees at about S0 franchises around 
the country and in Australia, 

‘The blend of pizza parlor and Dis- 
heyland has brought millions to 
Pizza Time founder, Nolan K. Bush- 
nell. The company’s sales were 
$12.6 million in the past six months, si 
and when Pizza Time whet public 
‘earlier this year, shares were sold 
at $15 apiece. New theaters include 
qpe on Convention Way in Redsood 
ity. 

Bushnell already was among the 
“Who's Who” of Silicon Valley when 
he opened the first Pizza Time The- 


‘cavernous workshop at the head- 
guarire, 1413 aarvck Drive. Tow 
is situated among scores of 
electronics firms. It's easy to spot; 
{t's the one with the sign of a grin- 
‘winking Chuck E. Cheese. 

A ‘staff of young employees as- 
sembles the robot-like characters 
rows of workbenches. The first 

Js fashioning a skeleton of 


ind covered with clota is it 


the character's lity 

aye It may be a. Dim- 
sate 

orion ara 


ae i4 characters in all, 
from a country-western 
a quartet of singing "Bea- 
tish accents. 
day, employees Jul 
Kathy Wolf were de- 
Time's latest charac- 
roll singing lion called 
King Clad in a Snie jump. 
suit and seven and a half feet tall, 
the lion is the largest character 
Pizza Time has ever made. 
Wolf, 23, is wardrobe supervisor. 
She and Kamen design the crea- 
tures down to their jeweled fingers 


itl 


ch 
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suit padded with by 


“We Just sit down and brain- 
storm,” Wolf says. “The Idea is to 
reas somatnlng that will mata 


Wal, ho ‘who studied art in college, 
‘says with a grin that “I never 
thought I would be doing this.” 

‘The wardrobe department makes 
about 40 characters a month, in ad- 
dition to “walk-around” suits worn 


$1,000 to $1,500. 
The next step is to bring the char- 
acters to life. The robots are pre- 
programmed and 
ETE a poeumatie, oe forced ai 
pressure system. Pizza Time em- 
ployees call it “cyberamics.” 
‘Cyberamics gives the characters 
eight different movements of the 


Once the characters are capable 
of movement, they are handed over 
to Mike Hatcher, director of enter- 
tainment. Hatcher works at a com- 

ter console studded with contro} 
juttons that enable him to sychroo- 
ize the words of songs and skits with 
the characters’ movements. 

‘The painstaking procedure in- 


Sasja playing songs over and over 

fect the of wach 
tra of mck E. Chasers bend aud 
every bat li Dimple's eye- 
lashes, 


Hatcher says each minute of the 
two- and three-minute skits re- 
quires at least five hours of work at 
the consol. He tells visitors that 
“Nolan Bushnell may be the father 
of Pizza Time characters, but I'm 
Once Hatcher has done his job, 
the characters take on a life of their 
own. Chuck E. Cheese, as master of 


with a sarcastic wit. Harmony 

Howlette, the country-western coy- 

fe, ings with the syle of Loretta 
ynn. 


of the elaborate attractions at Dis- 
neyland. 

“We're. doing what Disneyland 
does, but they have only two places 
to worry about” Hatcher saya, “We 

mass producing Disneyland-like 
characters at one-tenth the price.” 

Of course, a price is always paid 
for such efficiencies. No matter 


how life-like the characters, the “i2 


fate of Chuck E. Cheese and his kind 
Ís the same as a shipment of pizza 


Sauce: a long trip in wooden crates i 
franchise. 


to the purchasing 
Mickey Mouse is handled with a 
little more dignity. 


Valley Journal statt photos By Joe Melena 


The newest character is the gigantic rock “ñ' roll singer, 


THIS PIZZA PLACE HAS LOTS OF CHARACTER(S) 
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